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Thus it was nearly eleven o'clock . . . about the time when the
"five-minutes bell" in the towers of all the Somerset churches
from the Quantocks to the Mendips was calling the loiterers in
porch and purlieu to enter the building and take their places,
when John Geard rode into the long avenue of sycamores that
led up the steep slope to the eastern entrance of Mark Court.
The old trees were groaning in the great wind as he rode up
this slope; and in several places Daisy-Queen had to veer aside
to avoid fallen branches. The greenness of these broken boughs,
as Geard pulled up to walk his mare past them, had a lividness in
the grey light that struck him as startling and unusual. It was
extraordinary how that grey light between these massive trunks
responded to the wind. It seemed itself to be in the process of
flying through the air, along with ragged-winged rooks and
hoarsely crying jackdaws!
Before he caught sight of the grey walls of Mark Court it-
self, hidden round the third curve of the leafy ascent, he heard a
series of shrill discordant screams from somewhere in front of
him, the crying, as he well knew from his old experiences at
Montacute, of peacocks wildly excited by the wind.
"Queer that he should keep them out here," he thought to him-
self. They swung round a bend of the drive now, the mare panting
a little from the steepness of the way and from the weight of the
man on her back. Then, all suddenly, she plunged and swerved to
the right of the path.
There was a high, dark bank just here, out of which the pol-
ished roots of some tall white-trunked beeches stretched forth,
patched with clumps of emerald-green moss. It was perhaps well
that Daisy-Queen was somewhat spent. It certainly was well that
her hasty shying brought her bolt up against the clay slope of this
steep bank.
Twisting his body round to see what had frightened the mare,
Mr. Geard became conscious of the slight figure of a bare-headed
young girl watching him with excited brown eyes and a faint
smile of nervous concern. As soon as he got his horse under
control again and was safely back on the level path quite close to
where she stood, he took off his battered felt hat with a sweeping